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UM LANDS $1.3 MILLION TO HELP EASTERN MONTANA
TEACHERS, STUDENTS STUDY FOSSILS
MISSOULA —
Eastern Montana ranks among the world’s premier fossil-hunting grounds, and a new
$1.3 million grant to The University of Montana will train middle school teachers and their
students on better ways to use this incredible natural classroom.
The three-year, National Science Foundation grant will fund the Paleo Exploration
Project: Spatial Analysis of Fossil Finds in the Northern Plains. The effort will be a project of
UM’s new Paleontology Center.
Heather Almquist, a faculty affiliate with UM’s geography department and associate
researcher with the College of Arts and Sciences, said the project will train 60 middle school
teachers from rural northeastern Montana.
These math, science and technology instructors and their students will learn how to use
geospatial technologies such as handheld global-positioning system units in the field and
ArcView Geographic Information System software. They also will manage data, query data
and make maps.
“They will learn to use this data to do scientific inquiry,” Almquist said. “It’s a way of
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bringing technology into the classroom that enhances teaching and learning. We plan to use the
excitement people have about fossils to make them think about various scientific concepts in
new ways.”
Almquist prepared the grant request with UM geology Professor George Stanley,
director of the Paleontology Center. He said the teachers and their students will be encouraged
to venture outdoors to find fossil locations and learn how to transfer that data onto topographic
or geologic maps. Middle school classes also will develop their own research projects.
“We’ll have ideas for them, but they will select their own research projects,” Stanley
said. “They may want to talk about the mass extinction of the dinosaurs, or turtles or
plesiasaurs and other swimming marine reptiles. The idea is they experience scientific research
for themselves firsthand.”
Stanley and his students will teach teachers and students to find fossil material, collect
it, take it back to the lab, prep it and catalog it. UM students also will assist in conducting
summer field institutes at Fort Peck.
Teachers will receive stipends and the opportunity to earn graduate credits through
UM. Teacher-training sessions will be held in Glasgow and at the Paleontology Center in
Missoula.
“Parents will be encouraged to come with their kids,” Stanley said. “There will be
swimming, touring the dam, and other family-oriented activities. They also could tour the
(Fort Peck Paleontology Inc.) field station and the interpretive center there before heading out
to find fossils.”
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Almquist said the project will create online resources that all teachers will be able to
access even after the grant ends. She said Stanley will provide the paleontology expertise to
help Lisa Blank, a UM associate professor in curriculum an instruction, develop course work
for the project. Blank is another co-author of the grant proposal.
“We hope this will inspire kids to think outside the box about what they want to do
with their lives,” she said. “Technology offers so many exciting possibilities -- even studying
fossils in their own backyards. It’s a fascinating thing to think about -- all the amazing
creatures that inhabited the Earth before we came.”
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